Chinese adolescents are increasingly engaging in romantic experiences and high-risk sexual behaviors within a rapidly-changing cultural and socio-economic context. Parental communication about sexuality has been recognized as protective for adolescents to make informed decisions about sexual practice. In this study, we explored what was discussed about adolescent romantic experience between parents and adolescents in China. Twentyseven parents and 38 adolescents from a northern-eastern city of China were interviewed. Interviews were transcribed verbatim and thematically analyzed using a social constructionism framework. Four themes were identified: (i) detriments of romantic experience to education and future prospect; (ii) health and sociocultural risks of romantic and sexual engagement; (iii) ways of handling romantic experience; and (iv) marriage and family building. The messages were mainly prohibitive and consequence oriented in nature, and lacked specific romantic and sexual information. These messages reflected sociocultural beliefs in education, sexuality, marriage, and family in China, but did not meet the needs of current adolescents. External support from health professionals, such as nurses, is important for parents and adolescents to improve their sexual knowledge and communication skills.
INTRODUCTION
Romantic experience is a part of adolescent sexual development, which is often central in adolescents' lives, shapes their understandings of sexuality, and contributes to the initiation of sexual activity (Collins, 2003) . Adolescents in China are now living in an environment where they are experiencing rapid sociocultural changes under the influence of globalization and westernization. Within this context, Chinese adolescents are increasing engaging in romantic experiences and high-risk sexual behaviors, accompanied by a rise in undesirable outcomes, such as unwanted pregnancies, induced abortions, and sexual transmitted infections (STI) (Hong et al., 2010; Yu, 2012) .
Research has indicated that parental communication plays a role in adolescent sexual socialization through transmitting related information, including beliefs, values, and knowledge to promote adolescents' informed decision-making about sexual practice (Aspy et al., 2007; Widman et al., 2014; Chen et al., 2016) . The content of communication represents the messages exchanged between parents and adolescents, and is one of the key components of the communication process. In the Chinese context of a conservative sexual culture, public discussion on sexually-related matters is somewhat restrained (Zeng et al., 2011) . As a component of adolescent sexuality, romantic experience is an appropriate topic of discussion between parents and adolescents to address adolescent sexual health because it is not as straightforward as the issue of sex in China.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Among the published studies on parent-adolescent communication around sexuality, a wide variation exists regarding the scope, nature, and frequency of the topics discussed. Most studies use surveys, in which a list of sexual topics is presented to examine the content and extent of the communication (Schouten et al., 2007; Kaljee et al., 2011; Iliyasu et al., 2012) . A survey study in the Netherlands reported that choice of partner, decisions about having sex, contraceptives, unwanted sex, and body changes during puberty were talked about more than STI, premarital sex, and family values between high school students and their parents (Schouten et al., 2007) . However, Kaljee et al. (2011) found that parents in Vietnam were more likely to talk about relationship issues with their adolescents than pregnancy and birth control. Similarly, Nigerian mothers and their daughters were more inclined to discuss marriage, menstruation, courtship, premarital sex, and STI than contraception and other reproductive issues (Iliyasu et al., 2012) . The difference could be due to sociocultural norms in these countries, in that the Netherlands is more open about sexuality and has implemented a comprehensive system of sex education (Schouten et al., 2007) .
Some studies focused on several specific topics, such as contraception, family planning, and abortion to explore participants' perspectives using qualitative approaches, mainly in Western countries (Akers et al., 2010; Sisco et al., 2014) . Other studies applied surveys to describe factors associated with communication about specific sexual topics, such as abstinence, puberty, reproduction, birth, STI, dating and relationships (Wilson & Koo, 2010; Askelson et al., 2012) .
In some Chinese studies on parent-adolescent communication about sexuality, close-ended questions have been used as a measurement tool in the context of larger studies. These studies reported infrequent communication between parents and adolescents (Zhang et al., 2006; Wang et al., 2007; Zhang et al., 2007) . Chinese middle school students were most willing to talk about romantic experience with their parents compared to other sexual topics (Zuo et al., 2013) . Liu et al. (2015) found that contraception and STI were less covered than sexual responsibility and sexual beliefs. These studies were quantitative with predetermined variables, and thus were not able to explore in depth the content of communication.Therefore, a qualitative design was applied in this study to present what was communicated from the perspectives of parents and adolescents.
Study aim
In this study, we aimed to explore the content of communication between parents and adolescents about adolescent romantic experience in the Chinese context.
METHODS

Design
A qualitative design was used to collect data from parents and adolescents through semistructured interviews. Sexuality is a socially-constructed phenomenon, and culture exerts a strong influence on people's attitudes toward love and sex (Huang et al., 2009) . Social constructionism highlights that sociocultural and historical contexts shape individuals' construction of knowledge (Burr, 2003) , and was therefore used as the methodological framework for this study to guide interpreting data sensitively and with insight.
Ethical considerations
The research design was approved by the Flinders University Social and Behavioral Research Ethics Committee (Adelaide, South Australia, Australia). Participants were informed about the purpose and process of the study; assured of voluntary, confidentiality, and anonymity; and provided written consent prior to the interview. For adolescents under 18 years, parental consent was obtained. Pseudonyms were used to protect participants' identities.
Participants and data collection
The study sites were two public high schools located in different districts in a northern-eastern city of China. This research recruited Year 10 and 11 students from two classes. Year 12 students were not included, as they faced the National College Entrance Exam (NCEE), and the schools had concerns about the impact of study disturbance. A presentation about the research was given in both schools, and advertisements about the project were distributed to the students. Students were asked to take the recruiting advertisement home to their parents. Parents were also approached through the parent-school committee to facilitate recruitment.
An interview schedule including open-ended questions was used. For instance, the adolescent participants were asked: Can you please tell me what were talked between you and your parents in relation to adolescent romantic experience? Pilot interviews were conducted to enable the interviewer (the first author) to elicit rich information. The interviews were conducted at a participant-proposed time and venue, such as during their break and in a quiet room at a public library or a fast-food outlet. Participants also completed a demographic information sheet. The concept of data saturation was used as the criteria for deciding the number of participants during the data-collection process (Padgett, 2008) . Thirty-eight adolescents and 27 parents were interviewed in Mandarin (the native language of the participants and the interviewer) in 2013.All the interviews were tape-recorded and lasted 40-100 min.
Data analysis
Interview data were transcribed verbatim and thematically analyzed, informed by the six-phase method of Braun and Clarke (2006) . The six phases include: (i) familiarizing with the data; (ii) generating initial codes; (iii) searching for themes; (iv) reviewing themes; (v) defining and naming themes; and (vi) producing the report. To ensure that other members of the research team could access interviews to check for meaning discrepancies and validate the data-interpretation process, four information-rich transcripts were translated into English by the first author and another independent Chinese-English bilingual translator separately. After this validation, the first author analyzed the remaining transcripts in Chinese. The themes were identified and interpreted using the social constructionism framework and written up in English. The other members then independently reviewed the interpretation of the themes and provided critical comments for discussion to improve the interpretive depth.
Rigor
A range of strategies was taken to improve the rigor of this study in terms of achieving credibility, dependability, transferability, and confirmability. Specifically, audio-recording of interviews, using quotes from the participants to illustrate the findings, and data triangulation were adopted to ensure credibility. Keeping an audit trail, peer review, and reflexivity throughout data collection and analysis were used to establish dependability. Thick and detailed descriptions about the research settings, participants, methods, and processes were presented to strengthen transferability. The strategies of keeping field notes through a reflexive process and presenting an audit trail promoted confirmability.
RESULTS
The mean age of adolescent participants was 16 years (range: 15-18), and they were predominately female (n = 26, 68.4%). Almost all the adolescents (94.7%) were the only child in their family due to the one-child policy in China introduced in 1979. The mean age of the parent participants was 47 years (range: 42-50), and they consisted of 16 mothers and 11 fathers. All the parent participants were married and had a job; the majority worked as professionals (63%) and had a college degree (74.1%).
Four themes related to the content of communication were identified: (i) detriments of romantic experience to education and future prospect; (ii) health and sociocultural risks of romantic and sexual engagement; (iii) ways of handling romantic experience; and (iv) marriage and family building. The content was consequence based in nature.
Detriments of romantic experience to education and future prospect
Parents asserted that romantic experience affected adolescents' ability to study effectively and could lead to poor academic performance. Parents constantly emphasized that education took precedence over other matters for high school adolescents. A mother described the educational detriments as a lifelong influence, and advised her 18-year-old daughter to be future oriented and focus on academia:
I talk with her explicitly: "Now the most important thing for you is study. Being in a relationship only influences you and distracts your attention from study. This does nothing good to your future." (Ping, 42 years) Adolescents consistently stated that their parents preached the negative impacts of romantic experience, particularly in terms of the close link between university admission and future employment and partner selection. One participant described how her parents emphasized the importance of a good university education:
My parents said: "One's energy is limited, and if you let other things occupy your study, you cannot complete your task. Now it is still only from National College Entrance Exam you can be admitted into university. In most cases, you can find a good job with a good university degree, and then find a good partner." (Tian, 16 years) Health and sociocultural risks of romantic and sexual engagement Besides the educational risks, parents talked about the health and sociocultural risks of romantic and sexual involvement. Specifically, parents conveyed messages that adolescent sexual intercourse "crosses the line" with accompanying dangers, and girls should have "self-respect".
Parents recognized that romantic experiences provided the context for adolescents exploring sexual behaviors, while they believed that premarital sexual abstinence was the mainstream sociocultural expectation for young people in China. Therefore, parents communicated to their adolescents that sexual intercourse crossed the line of familial and social expectations, and should be delayed, as a mother described to her 18-year-old daughter:
I said to my daughter: "I don't object that you have a boyfriend, but in order to maintain…happiness, don't do things that cross the line. It is better to delay…having a sexual relationship." (Yan, 47 years) Under the influence of family communication, some adolescents developed the notion that adolescent sexual intercourse had negative consequences, and was thus socially constrained: Apart from discussing sexual and reproductive health consequences, parents emphasized that adolescent romantic experience was interwoven with mental health issues. A girl recounted that her mother used examples of extreme mental health problems to intimidate her into avoiding romantic experiences:
My parents told me not to get involved in love affairs. The consequences sound very serious. My mum said one of her classmates suffered from schizophrenia. It's horrible. (Sha, 16 years)
As well as health consequences, parents highlighted the sociocultural risks of adolescent romantic and sexual engagement. In particular, parents of girls (mainly mothers) delivered a message of maintaining "self-respect" to intimidate and prohibit their daughters from sexual activities: Sometimes (when I am) reading adolescent pregnancy cases in (the) newspaper, I say to my daughter (18 years): "Look, a young girl didn't have self-respect. She was pregnant, had (an) abortion, and her body was hurt. There will be very bad (repercussions) on her reputation for her whole life; she will suffer a substantial loss. So something cannot transgress the boundary. You must never do this.' (Qing, 45 years) My mum said: "In future, when you are in love with a boy, if that boy takes you to a hotel, you should never go. Girls should have self-respect. If you are not a virgin, how will your future husband love you?" (Yu, 16 years) When used to discourage adolescent romantic behavior, 'selfrespect' is a euphemistic term in China that carries a cultural connotation of behaving properly and avoiding "premature" love and sexual behavior, especially for girls (Huang et al., 2009 ). In the Chinese conservative and collectivist culture, adolescent pregnancy not only threatens individual virtue, but is also attached to stigma and damages the reputation of the entire family (Loke & Lam, 2014) . In this study, parents highlighted the importance of premarital sexual abstinence for girls, but showed less concern about boys, and thus had little communication with them. For instance, a father claimed that he did not worry about the romantic and sexual behavior of his 15-year-old son:
When a boy needs some romantic experiences, he will go for it. He won't lose anything, regardless of having sex or not. As parents of a boy, we don't consider this (adolescent sex) and worry. We don't talk about it. It is a problem that should be considered by parents of girls. (Jiao, 50 years)
Ways of handling romantic experience
Parents wanted their adolescents to avoid the risks of romantic and sexual involvement, thus most expressed objection to adolescents' explicit romantic engagement at high school. Accordingly, parents suggested ways of managing romantic experiences, including saying no to courtship, postponing relationships until university, and being emotionally but not physically involved in romantic experiences. For example: I said to my daughter (17 years): "At this age, someone likes you or you like him, it is quite normal. It is OK to hide it in the heart and secretly love one person, but don't do something crossing the line (having sexual behaviors)…you should say no to others if you feel (developing a relationship) impossible and tell your attitude clearly." (Hu, 45 years) I told my mum that students in my class have love affairs. She said: "Don't be influenced by them to build (a) relationship too early. When you grow up and go to university, you will meet better boys." (Xiao, 16 yeas) Adolescents were aware of parental disapproval of romantic experience and were cautious of being found out by their parents:
No current parents approve of it, and you have to be cautious to hide it from parents (Lin, 16 years) Therefore, most adolescents concealed their romantic experiences from their parents and rarely initiated conversation with them. A few adolescents did disclose their romantic experiences for parental advice on relationship issues:
When certain boys expressed love to me, I told my mum. She said "you can (be in love)", and gave me suggestions like: "You need to look at the boy's character and personality first. If he is nice, you can start a relationship after graduation. Now it is better to get along (with him) as a closer friend, but more distant than lovers…(the relationship should) not be very intimate. If he is not good, don't make the relationship a unpleasant or embarrassing." (Ying, 15 years)
Marriage and family building
Parents talked about marriage and family with their adolescents, while they often emphasized that adolescent romantic experience was idealized and not connected with marriage. A mother described the distinction between romantic love and real life to discourage her 16-year-old daughter from romantic engagement:
I tell her the times when in love affairs (during adolescence) are nice, but real life (after building a family) is not the same as what she imagines. I hope she could be more realistic, rather than impulsive and irrational to be in love now. (Zhang, 43 years) Parents believed that adolescence was a crucial time for developing beliefs and values about marriage and family. Consequently, these parents inculcated their adolescents with their own beliefs about marriage and the standard of partner selection, such as a match in the social hierarchy and personality of the couple as the basis of a successful marriage:
I tell her (15-year-old daughter) a good marriage (is) based on two families of equal social and economic status. Financial conditions are important, but not the most important in marriage. One's character, morality, and the match are the most crucial. (Ning, 45 years) Similarly, Ping transmitted her beliefs about family and marriage to her 18-year-old daughter:
I said: "It is true that career is important, but family is more important for a woman. You must look for a partner when it is time to get married. The life of a woman can only be complete if she experiences what she should experience all her life: being in love, getting married, and having a child." (Ping, 42 years) Although parents attempted to impose traditional norms on their adolescents, in some cases, the adolescents rejected their parents' views:
With parents, I talk about what kind of person I will look for as a partner in the future. My mum talks about her opinions. We have (a) sort of consistency, but she hopes me to find one from a well-off family. I don't think so. I will find a person I like, regardless of house and car. (Lin, 16 years)
DISCUSSION
Adolescent romantic experience is recognized as a normal and expected developmental occurrence, accompanied by both positive and negative outcomes (Collins, 2003) . We found that parents predominately highlighted the risks of romantic experience to academic achievement, health, future marriage, and family, in order to discourage their adolescents from engagement. However, today's adolescents are more open in romantic and sexual behaviors than their parents under the socio-economic and cultural transitions in China since the economic reforms of the 1980s (Yu, 2012) . Therefore, the consequencebased parental messages are likely to be insufficient for adolescents.
The risks are not only related to adolescents, but have implications for parents within the Chinese culture of Confucianism that stresses the importance of education, family, marriage, and women's premarital chastity (Huang & Gove, 2012; Gao et al., 2012) . In the Chinese Confucian ideology, education is highly valued and is associated with a person's social class through influencing employment, marriage, and relationships (Huang & Gove, 2012) . Filial piety is one salient Confucian value that has deeply influenced ethics and morality in Chinese families, which requires that children repay and support their aging parents by working hard and achieving educational success (Yeh et al., 2013) . In China, senior high school students face the NCEE, which is used as a benchmark for candidate selection to attend university (Li & Li, 2010) . Only students with high marks in the NCEE can enroll in key institutions that have superior resources and a better quality of education. Entry is highly competitive due to limited availability (Yang, 2010) . Successful access to these institutions largely determines a person's career path through adult life (Nelson & Chen, 2007) , and subsequent economic contribution to their parents as a part of fulfilling filial piety (Grant & Hutton, 2011) . Therefore, studying for university has been regarded as a top priority for many families in China, particularly for one-child families, as is the norm in current families. Parents in this study restricted their adolescents from romantic experience by emphasizing its risks and the priority of education to ensure adolescents' future prospects and their own future welfare. Likewise, Yu (2007) reported that educational aspiration was the major reason that parents discouraged their British-born Chinese adolescents from dating. However, for adolescents without academic ambition, highlighting the educational risks could be ineffective in preventing adolescents from romantic engagement.
Regarding the health implications of adolescent romantic experience, parents selected adverse consequences as warnings to discuss. These consequence-based parental messages were similar to the "fear appeal" strategy for promoting adolescent abstinence and safer sexual activity, as reported by Afifi et al. (2008) . However, parents in this study provided less information about how to avoid these consequences, apart from abstinence. This finding supports previous research in which less contraceptive and reproductive information was covered than non sex-related topics (e.g. study) in Chinese parent-adolescent conversations (Cui et al., 2012; Zuo et al., 2013) . Parental warnings could be futile to ensure the health of those adolescents who have already been sexually active.
Parents demonstrated gender-biased communication, in which they mainly spoke with their daughters about prohibitive sexual engagement. This finding supports previous reports in which female adolescents were the main focus of sexual communication in the USA (Wilson & Koo, 2010; Trinh et al., 2014) and other Asian countries (Trinh et al., 2009; Zuo et al., 2013) . The gender-biased parental communication in this study reinforces the traditional and stereotypical norms in sexual behavior, characterized by female premarital chastity and giving boys permission in Chinese society (Cui et al., 2012) . However, this double standard can increase sexual risk-taking behaviors for both boys and girls, and undermines the concerted efforts needed by both males and females to promote sexual well-being (Martin et al., 2014) .
Parents discussed ways of handling adolescent romantic experience to their adolescents, with the core message being prohibitive by depicting it as a hazardous activity. However, adolescents are in a stage in which they increasingly develop intimacy with peers and romantic partners to expand connections outside of the family (Collins, 2003) . Given parental disapproval, most adolescents in this study concealed their romantic activity from parents, and thus rarely initiated related conversations with them. Only a few parents accepted their adolescents' romantic activity, which made their adolescents more likely to share thoughts with them and obtain their support and advice.
Most parents mentioned marriage and family during communication about romantic experience to express their expectations for a future marriage and marital partner standards. The message reflects the importance of marriage and family in Chinese culture of Confucianism that contribute to personal self-worth and achievement (Higgins et al., 2002) . Nonetheless, the recent rapid economic growth in China has led to an increasing focus on career advancement and wealth, with lower priority being given to marital and family relationships among young people (Huang, 2005) . The unmarried status of adults is at odds with social views on marriage and family in the Chinese collectivist culture, and is a source of concern to parents.
Limitations and further studies
The participants in this study were predominantly females, which could be reflective of why family communication about sexuality more often occurred between mothers and daughters (Trinh et al., 2009; Zuo et al., 2013) . The study sample from urban districts in China limits the transferability of findings to other groups of adolescent and parents, such as those from rural areas and non-typical high schools. The parents and adolescents were recruited and interviewed through a non-dyadic approach, and therefore, the consistency or discordance in messages they reported could not be generalized. Further research is needed to address these limitations by recruiting more males, other types of groups, and dyads of parents and adolescents to deepen understandings about parent-adolescent communication on this topic.
Implications
Health professionals, including nurses, in different settings (e.g. pediatric departments and community) could integrate the findings into adolescent sexual health programs. Health professionals could support parents in broadening the scope of discussion with their children to include more specific romantic and sexuality information (i.e. safe-safe practices) to better educate adolescents. They also need to address the deeply-rooted gender stereotypes, and encourage parents to make greater efforts to target and engage boys in communication to influence their sexual decision-making.
CONCLUSION
The messages embedded in parent-adolescent communication about adolescent romantic experiences were largely influenced by the traditional cultural beliefs about education, sexuality, marriage, and family in China. Parents transmitted these values and beliefs using a consequence-based strategy, while they played a limited role in providing adolescents with specific information about romantic and sexual issues, including safesex practices. The findings cast light on the needs of parents and adolescents in relation to sexual knowledge and related parent-adolescent communication in China.
